Learning From Your Children: Multiracial Parents’ Identifications and Reflections on Their Own Racial Socialization by Song, Miri
Kent Academic Repository
Full text document (pdf)
Copyright & reuse
Content in the Kent Academic Repository is made available for research purposes. Unless otherwise stated all
content is protected by copyright and in the absence of an open licence (eg Creative Commons), permissions 
for further reuse of content should be sought from the publisher, author or other copyright holder. 
Versions of research
The version in the Kent Academic Repository may differ from the final published version. 
Users are advised to check http://kar.kent.ac.uk for the status of the paper. Users should always cite the 
published version of record.
Enquiries
For any further enquiries regarding the licence status of this document, please contact: 
researchsupport@kent.ac.uk
If you believe this document infringes copyright then please contact the KAR admin team with the take-down 
information provided at http://kar.kent.ac.uk/contact.html
Citation for published version
Song, Miri  (2018) Learning From Your Children.   Emerging Adulthood .    ISSN 2167-6968.
DOI
https://doi.org/10.1177/2167696818795248




LEARNING FROM YOUR CHILDREN  
Introduction: Multiracial people as parents Britain  
Our historically heightened awareness of multiracial people and relationships is gradually 
ĚŝŵŝŶŝƐŚŝŶŐĂƐƚŚĞǇďĞĐŽŵĞĂŶŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇŶŽƌŵĂůƉĂƌƚŽĨƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐůŝǀĞƐĂŶĚŵŝůŝĞƵƐŝŶŵĂŶǇ
contemporary multi-ethnic societies such as Britain (Caballero, Edwards, Puthussery 2008). The start 
of the twenty-first century signalled a major milestone in Britain, as the provision of the  
 ‘DŝǆĞĚ ?ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇŝŶƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?ŶŐůĂŶĚĂŶĚtĂůĞƐĐĞŶƐƵƐŵĂƌŬĞĚƚŚĞŽĨĨŝĐŝĂůƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƚŝŽŶŽĨŵŝǆĞĚ
ƉĞŽƉůĞĂƐĂŶ ‘ĞƚŚŶŝĐŐƌŽƵƉ ?ŝŶƌŝƚĂŝŶ(Owen 2001). By comparison, the 2000 US Census allowed 
individuals to choose from multiple racial categories, rather than an overarching mixed designation 
(DaCosta 2006; Nobles 2000).   
In the 2011 British Census, mixed people were estimated to be about 2.2% of the population  
(ONS 2012), with White and Black Caribbean mixed people comprising the largest sub-group. 
However, this percentage is an undercount because the census figure is a measure of how people 
identify themselves, not a measure of how many people are actually the children of interracial 
unions, such as those between Black and White, or Asian and White individuals (Platt & Nandi 2009; 
Aspinall & Song 2013). Who is considered to be mixed race or multiracial in the first place is by no 
means obvious, and depends on the racial classification systems operating in a specific society (Roth 
2016; Morning 2008; Telles 2006), as well as wider societal norms.   
Despite the growing importance of mixed people and families in Britain, in demographic terms 
(Bradford 2006; Panico & Nazroo 2011), relatively little is known about the life experiences of 
multiracial people at disparate stages of their lives, as most studies, as I discuss below, focus on their 
identifications at one point in time. In fact, we know very little about how multiracial people are 
influenced by the life changing events of partnering and becoming a parent: How may multiracial 
ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐƌĂĐŝĂůŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐďĞƐŚĂƉĞĚďǇƚŚĞĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŽĨŚĂǀŝŶŐĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?^ŽŶŐ ? ? ? ? ) ?dŽĚĂƚĞ ?ƚŚĞ
extant literature has focused on how parents in interracial unions racially identify their multiracial 
children, or how multiracial individuals identify themselves, especially in adolescence and young 
adulthood. However, little is known of what happens when mixed people themselves become 
parents, or how their own sense of selves may be impacted by their 2nd generation mixed children 
ĂŶĚƚŚĞŝƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐŽǁŶŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐĂŶĚĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ? 
There are no clear conventions in Britain (or the US) for how mixed people identify their 2nd 
generation mixed children. This uncertainty and lack of conventions engender a set of processes and 
experiences whereby multiracial people are confronted with decisions about how to identify 
and raise their children. In doing so, I argue, it is common for these parents to reflect upon their own 
childhoods and upbringings, and the attitudes and experiences of their own children can have a 
ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚŝŵƉĂĐƚŽŶƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ŽǁŶĞƚŚŶŝĐĂŶĚƌĂĐŝĂůŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐĂŶĚƚŚĞŝƌƐĂůŝĞŶĐĞŝŶƚŚĞŝƌůŝǀĞƐ ?Ɛ
such, /ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚĞƚŚĞǁĂǇƐŝŶǁŚŝĐŚŵƵůƚŝƌĂĐŝĂůƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐƌĂĐŝĂůŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐŵĂǇƐŚŝĨƚŝŶƚĂŶĚĞŵǁŝƚŚ
key life experiences such as partnering and having children.  
/ƵƐĞƚŚĞƚĞƌŵƐ ‘ŵŝǆĞĚƌĂĐĞ ? ? ‘ŵŝǆĞĚ ? ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŵƵůƚŝƌĂĐŝĂů ?ŝŶƚĞƌĐŚĂŶŐĞĂďůǇƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚƚŚŝƐĂƌƚŝĐůĞ
because there is no one terminology which is agreed upon among scholars. What many scholars do 




There is no one conceptualization of identity (see Jenkins 1996 for an excellent overview). Although 
space limitations do not allow for a comprehensive review of this key concept, measuring 
identifications (especially if these are quantitative measures with no contextual or qualifying 
information) at only one point in time inevitably provides a limited understanding of what is often a 
notoriously slippery concept. Various understandings of identity and identification can overlap with 
ŽŶĞĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ?^ŽŶŐ ? ? ? ? ) ?/ƵƐĞƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ‘ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ?ƚŽƌĞĨĞƌ  ‘ƚŚĞway we understand ourselves in 
relation to others and our social environment. Our identities are constructed through a reflexive 
process involving interaction between ourselves and others in our environment (e.g. families, 
schools, neighborhoods, and houseƐŽĨǁŽƌƐŚŝƉ ? ?ZŽĐŬƋƵĞŵŽƌĞ ?>ĂƐǌůŽĨĨǇ ? ? ? ? P ? ) ?ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ
number of scholars now argue that the process of identification is multidimensional, so that we can 
distinguish between internal identities, expressed identities, and observed identities, as they are not 
necessarily the same (Harris & Sim 2002; Roth 2016; Song & Aspinall 2012).   
dŚĞƌĞŝƐŶŽǁĂǀĞƌǇƐƵďƐƚĂŶƚŝĂůĂŶĚĚŝǀĞƌƐĞďŽĚǇŽĨƐƚƵĚŝĞƐĂďŽƵƚŵƵůƚŝƌĂĐŝĂůƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ
and experiences. Studies of the racial identifications of multiracial people in North America, which 
are numerous and which have led much of extant sociological research, suggests growing latitude in 
ŚŽǁŵŝǆĞĚƉĞŽƉůĞŵĂǇŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ ?ŽƌĂƌĞŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚďǇŽƚŚĞƌƐ ) ?ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐĂŵŝǆĞĚŽƌ ‘ďŽƌĚĞƌ ?
identification which refutes the primacy of one race over another (see Root 1996; Bratter 2007; 
Mahtani 2002; Roth 2005; Rockquemore & Brunsma 2002; Korgen 2010). The very fact that 
multiracial people, especially those with Black ancestry, may choose to identify as mixed is 
significant, givĞŶƚŚĞŚŝƐƚŽƌǇŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ŽŶĞĚƌŽƉƌƵůĞ ?ŽĨŚǇƉŽĚĞƐĐĞŶƚǁŚŝĐŚŚĂƐƉƌĞǀĂŝůĞĚŝŶƚŚĞh^ ? 
By comparison, while Britain was fundamentally enmeshed in the Atlantic slave trade, Britain has no 
history of a rule of hypodescent, and there are long histories of interracial unions and families 
throughout Britain (Caballero & Aspinall 2018). British studies of multiracial people have grown 
significantly in the last two decades in particular, focusing upon racial identification  
(Parker & Song 2001; Twine 2010; Aspinall & Song 2013; Tizard & Phoenix 1993; Ali 2003; Katz 1996; 
Ifekwunigwe 1999; Olumide 2002) and family relationships (Song 2010; Caballero et al. 2008; Twine 
2010).   
A plethora of studies  W both quantitative and qualitative  W has identified a number of factors which 
influence the ways in which mixed people identify and understand themselves, including their 
socialization, ethnic composition of neighbourhood, gender, socioeconomic status, physical 
appearance, and their locality and region, among others (see Pew 2015; Rockquemore & Brunsma 
2002; Harris & Sim 2002; Tizard & Phoenix 1993). These many variables intersect in both patterned 
and unpredictable ways.   
Older theories of identity formation predicted that individuals arrive, eventually, at a stable racial 
self-identity (see Erickson 1968). For instance, Poston's (1990) model of identity suggested that 
ďŝƌĂĐŝĂůŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐĞǀĞŶƚƵĂůůǇƌĞĂĐŚ ‘ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ? W a stable, multiracial identity. However, this belief 
 W that ethnic and racial identities are relatively stable once individuals have gone through 
adolescence  W is increasingly questioned and/or explored, especially in qualitative (but increasingly, 
quantitative) studies of mixed people and families. In fact, a growing body of sociological research 
shows that ethnic and racial identity development is fluid (Harris & Sim 2002; Burke & Kao 2010; 
Aspinall & Song 2013) and that people can vary in how they report their race over time, according to 
age, context, region, parental race, and how others see them (see Lee and Bean 2010; Khanna 2004; 
Tashiro 2002; Renn 2000). For example, Doyle and Kao (2007) show that, over time, some 
monoracial individuals choose to identify as multiracial, and some multiracial people identify, later, 
as monoracial.   
ĞĐĂƵƐĞƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛƌacial identifications  can change over time, a reliable measure of racial 
identification more generally, let alone a multiracial identification, is challenging to obtain (see 
Harris & Sim 2002; Aspinall & Song 2013; Roth 2016). For instance, the US Census Bureau found that 
more than 10 million Americans changed their race or Hispanic origin in 2010 from what they had 
reported in the 2000 census. The Pew survey (2015) of 1,555 multiracial adults in the USA found that 
some 29% of multiracial adults who now report more than one race for themselves say they used to 
see themselves in terms of only one race (Pew survey 2015).   
Unsurprisingly, after adolescence, key life events, such as moving to another region, for instance, for 
university, can entail both opportunities to exercise new ethnic options as well as the possibility of 
being racially assigned in ways which differs from their prior treatment (Song 2003). For instance, in 
their study of mixed race young people in higher education in Britain, Peter Aspinall and Miri Song 
(2013) discuss the case of a young man, Leo, who had grown up in an almost entirely White semi-
rural setting in England, who reported that after some months in his London university, he had 
joined a Persian club and had made many Iranian friends. Prior to attending university, Leo had 
identified almost exclusively with his White British father; in London he reinvented himself as a 
ŵŝǆĞĚƉĞƌƐŽŶǁŚŽǀĂůƵĞĚŚŝƐ/ƌĂŶŝĂŶŵŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐĂŶĐĞƐƚƌǇĂŶĚĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ? 
 
WĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ĂŶĚĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞŽŶĞĂĐŚŽƚŚer  
A sizeable literature in the US has also investigated the ways in which parents in interracial unions 
 ?ƵƐƵĂůůǇ ‘ƐŝŶŐůĞƌĂĐĞ ?ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐŽĨĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚƌĂĐŝĂůď ĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ )ƌĂĐŝĂůůǇŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇƚŚĞŝƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶŽŶ
forms such as the decennial census (see Xie & Goyette 1997; Roth 2005; Bratter 2007; Qian 2004; 
Brunsma 2005). The choices made by parents in census forms (and pre-2000, census respondents in 
the USA could only choose one racial category), are understood to reveal not only how parents see 
their multiracial children, racially, but it is implicit that the chosen designations are indicative of 
ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ?ĂƐZŝĐŚĂƌĚůďĂ ?ĞƚĂů ? ? ? ? ? )ƉƵƚŝƚ ?ƚŚĞƐĞƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ‘ƚŝůƚtŚŝƚĞ ?Žƌ ‘ƚŝůƚůĂĐŬ ? ?dŚĂƚŝƐ ?ŚŽǁ
parents racially identify their children is deemed to be a significant indicator of their racial 
socialization.    
In these studies, children are presumably classified by one of their parents, or whoever is the head 
of household. We do not know how much input older children may have in how their parents 
identify thĞŵ ?ĂƐƚŚĞƌĞŝƐŶŽĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƵĂůĚĂƚĂƚŽĂƐƐĞƐƐƚŚĞ ‘ĂĐĐƵƌĂĐǇ ?ŽĨŚŽǁƉĂƌĞŶƚƐĐĂƉƚƵƌĞƚŚĞŝƌ
ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ‘ƌĂĐĞ ? ?ƵƚŝŶŵŽƐƚŽĨƚŚĞƐĞƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ ?ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶĂƌĞĚĞƉŝĐƚĞĚĂƐƚŚĞƉĂƐƐŝǀĞƌĞĐŝƉŝĞŶƚƐŽĨ
ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐĂŶĚĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶƐ ?ĂŶĚǀĞƌǇůŝƚƚůĞŝƐŬŶŽǁŶĂďŽut why parents see their children 
in the ways they do. Nor can we know with any confidence what the chosen racial designations may 
mean on the part of parents.  
Thus a key foci of study is the relationship between the modes of ethnic-racial identification and 
socialization by parents and a variety of youth outcomes (e.g. their identifications and various 
indicators of wellbeing and achievement). There is a general consensus that parents are one of the 
ŵŽƐƚĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂůŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞƐŝŶƐŚĂƉŝŶŐƚŚĞŝƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛsense of selves, given the asymmetries in 
power and authority in the parent-child relationship (Rostad & Whitaker 2016). Various studies by 
social psychologists and sociologists have focused pon the influence of parental communications and 
practices (see Thomas & Speight 1999; Hughes 2003; Hughes et al. 2006; Rockequemore & Laszloffy 
2005).   
,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ ?ŝĂŶĞ,ƵŐŚĞƐĂŶĚŚĞƌĐŽůůĞĂŐƵĞƐ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? )ĂůƐŽĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞƚŚĂƚ P ‘ĞƚŚŶŝĐ-racial 
socialization is clearly a bidirectional process shaped by parents and children Q ?For example, 
ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐĂŶĚƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐŵĂǇƉƌŽŵƉƚƉĂƌĞŶƚƐƚŽƐŚĂƌĞǀĂůƵĞƐ and information regarding 
ƌĂĐĞ ?ĞƚŚŶŝĐŝƚǇĂŶĚŝŶƚĞƌŐƌŽƵƉƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ Q ? ? ? ? ? ? ) ?This tantalizing suggestion is not, however, 
investigated in such studies. One can extend this ŝŶƐŝŐŚƚĂŶĚŶŽƚĞƚŚĂƚĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐŽǁŶĞŵĞƌŐĞŶƚ
identifications and racial leanings may prompt not only the sharing of parental values and 
information, but also influence their parents to rethink their values, aspirations, and racial 
identifications.  
While clearly a diverse set of studies, what many of the studies discussed above share is that they 
investigate how parents impact upon their multiracial children, and not the other way around. Even 
ŝŶƐƚƵĚŝĞƐǁŚĞƌĞĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶĂŶĚǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐǀŽŝĐĞƐĂƌĞŚĞĂƌĚ, and are the focus of research (see Ali 
2003; Tizard & Phoenix 1993, for instance), it is understood that parents in these studies are the 
ĂŐĞŶƚƐǁŚŽĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂůůǇƐŚĂƉĞƚŚĞŝƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĂŶĚƐĞŶƐĞŽĨƐĞůǀĞƐ ?ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐĂŶǇ
emergent sense of identities.  
But what happens when multiracial people grow up, partner and have children? These are key life 
experiences that are likely to influence their own racial and ethnic identities, such that some aspects 
of their ancestries may become more or less salient, or take on new meanings and significance. As in 
the majority of studies of racial identification and socialization, the presumption is that parents are 
ƚŚĞƉĞŽƉůĞǁŚŽĚŽƚŚĞŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇŝŶŐĂŶĚƐŽĐŝĂůŝǌŝŶŐŽĨĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ŽǁŶƐĞŶƐĞŽĨƐĞůǀĞƐĂƌĞƌĂƌĞly 
thought to be subject to change themselves.  
One exception to this rule is the (now) growing number of books, studies, and media about White 
ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐŽĨ ?ƵƐƵĂůůǇ )ƉĂƌƚůĂĐŬĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ? ?&ŽƌŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞ ?:ĂŶĞ >ĂǌĂƌƌĞ ?Ɛ ? ? ? ? ? ) ‘ŵĞŵŽŝƌŽĨĂtŚŝƚĞ
mother of BlacŬƐŽŶƐ ?ǁĂƐŽŶĞŽĨƚŚĞĨŝƌƐƚďŽŽŬƐƚŽĂĚĚƌĞƐƐƚŚŝƐƚŚĞŵĞ ?ĂŶĚƐĞĞdǁŝŶĞ ? ? ? ? ?ĂƌŶ ?
,ĂƌŵĂŶ ? ? ? ? ?DĂĐŬĞŶǌŝĞ ? ? ? ? ) ?/ŶŵĂŶǇŽĨƚŚĞƐĞƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ ?ǁĞů ĂƌŶŽĨŚŽǁtŚŝƚĞǁŽŵĞŶ ?ƐŽǁŶ
sense of selves, including their racial identities, can be altered by the experiences of having children 
who are seen and treated as Black. Through having part Black children, White women can become 
aware of how their own status as White [and the attendant privileges of Whiteness] is endangered 
by the stigma of having borne children with Black ancestry; as such, some may no longer feel quite 
 ‘tŚŝƚĞ ? ?ĂƐďĞĨŽƌĞ ? 
Another key basis of this potential changeability is that when multiracial people enter into 
relationships with others, the specific ethnic and racial backgrounds of their partners (and their 
wider families and social networks) can influence the ways in which they think of themselves  
(Joyner & Kao 2006). In a recent study of non-Hispanic White and Latino intermarriage in the USA, 
Vasquez (2014) found that White spouses, through affiliative ethnicity (Jimenez 2010), could 
 ‘ŵŝŐƌĂƚĞŝŶƚŽ>ĂƚŝŶŽĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ? ?&ƵƌƚŚĞƌŵŽƌĞ ?ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌƉŽƐƐŝďůĞĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞŽĨƐƵĐŚŝŶƚĞƌŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞƐŝƐ
ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞ ?ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ )>ĂƚŝŶŽƐƉŽƵƐĞ ?ƐŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶĐĂŶďĞƐŚĂƉĞĚďǇƚŚĞŝƌƉĂƌƚŶĞƌŝŶŐǁŝƚŚĂtŚŝƚĞ
individual, so that both spouses engage in everyday forms of  ‘ďŝĐƵůƚƵƌĂůŝƐŵ ? ? ‘/ŶƚĞƌŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞĚŝƐƌƵƉƚƐ
non-,ŝƐƉĂŶŝĐǁŚŝƚĞƐ ?ǁŚŝƚĞŚĂďŝƚƵƐ ? ? ?sĂƐƋƵĞǌ P ? ? ? ) ?dŚŝƐĨŝŶĚŝŶŐĐĂŶƐƵƌĞůǇĞǆƚĞŶĚƚŽĐĂƐĞƐŽĨ
interracial unions, including those which involve multiracial individuals.   
As discussed earlier, ethnic and racial identities do not necessarily stabilize in young adulthood, and 
can still undergo change over the life course (Tashiro 2002). In this article, I argue that racial 
identities can be influenced by key experiences in the life course, such as becoming a parent. This 
ŵĂǇĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇďĞƚŚĞĐĂƐĞĨŽƌŵƵůƚŝƌĂĐŝĂůƉĞŽƉůĞǁŚŽĂƌĞƐĞĞŶ ?ĂŶĚƚƌĞĂƚĞĚ ?Ɛƚŝůů ) ?ĂƐƐŽŵĞŚŽǁ ‘ŝŶ
ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ?ƚŚĞĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŽĨďŽƚŚtŚŝƚĞĂŶĚŶŽŶ-White monoracial groups. The fact that there are 
no conventions for how multigeneration mixed people should identify themselves (as opposed to 
ƐŽŵĞŽŶĞǁŚŽŝƐĐůĞĂƌůǇ ‘ďŝƌĂĐŝĂů ? )ŵĂŬĞƐŝƚĞǀĞŶŵŽƌĞůŝŬĞ ǇƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƌĞŝƐĐŚĂŶŐĞ ?ŝŶƐƚĂďŝůŝƚǇŝŶŚŽǁ
they report their racial identities (Song 2017).  
Therefore, this focus on multiracial parents continues the story of their own identity development 
into a later stage of life. This study breaks new ground by looking a further generation down: 
investigating the ways in which multiracial people, as parents, think about their own identities, in 
the course of raising their own children. Britain provides an excellent point of comparison with the 
USA, where the Black/White boundary is still most persistent in terms of interracial unions; by 
comparison, racial boundaries in Britain are more permeable. As most extant studies of multiracial 
people and families are carried out in the USA, relatively little is still known about such families in 
other multi-ĞƚŚŶŝĐƐŽĐŝĞƚŝĞƐŝŶƚŚĞ ‘tĞƐƚ ? ? 
 
The study  
This article is drawn from a wider study of multiracial people as parents in Britain (Song 2017). Most 
of our sixty-two participants resided in the Greater London area and the Southeast, but a small 
proportion lived in the Midlands and the North. While participants living in London and other large 
cities tended to live in ethnically diverse areas (usually with relatively diverse schools), those residing 
in small towns and cities outside of London and other large metropolitan areas reported 
predominantly white neighbourhoods and schools for their children. Various routes to finding 
participants were used. Primary and secondary state schools in the Southeast of England were 
contacted about the research, whereby school principals agreed to either send home a handout of 
the research with pupils, or send an email with details of the research to the parents of students. 
Several British websites (e.g. Intermix and People in Harmony) which were aimed at multiracial 
people and families were contacted, and two of these agreed to advertise the research on their 
pages. Lastly, participants were located via snowball sampling, though we limited the number of 
participants that any one person could refer, to two potential participants. We ultimately recruited 
sixty-two mixed-race parents, who completed an online survey followed by an in-depth interview. 
Overall, nineteen participants were recruited through schools, twenty-two through websites, and 
twenty-one through snowballing.   
The online surveys asked participants to provide key background information, such as their age, 
marital status, their occupation, the number and ages of children, the ethnic backgrounds of each 
parent, their place of birth, and where they received their primary and secondary education. The 
survey also functioned as a screening tool, as only participants who had one White parent, and one 
Black, South Asian, or East Asian parent (or a multiracial parent with one of those ancestries), 
regardless of how they racially identified, were contacted about an interview. In the interviews, the 
participants were asked about their experiences of growing up in their families, schools, their own 
cultural and racial socialization, and their experiences of racism. They were then probed about how 
they identified and raiseĚƚŚĞŝƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƚŚĞŝƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞĂŶĚƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚďǇŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ƚŚĞŝƌ
relationships with their spouses, how their children thought about their identities and minority 
ancestries, and their hopes for their children and their futures.  
Of the 62 multiracial participants in this study, 37 were women and 25 men, and most were aged 
between 25 and 50, though a small number of participants were in their 50s. While there are no 
established conventions for who can be said to be multiracial, as such, in this paper we focus upon 
individuals with the following mixed backgrounds: 32 Black/ White, 19 South Asian/White, 11 East 
Asian/White, as these are the most common mixed ancestries in Britain. All the participants had a 
White parent in common. The age of children in these households varied from a few months old to 
those in their late-20s.   
tŚŝůĞŵŽƐƚ ? ? ?ŽĨ ? ? )ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐǁĞƌĞ ‘ĨŝƌƐƚ-ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŵŝǆĞĚ ?ǁŝƚŚŽŶĞǁŚŝƚĞĂŶĚŽŶĞŶŽŶ-white 
ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇƉĂƌĞŶƚ ? ?ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐǁĞƌĞ ‘ƐĞĐŽŶĚ-ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŵŝǆĞĚ ?ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƚŚĞǇhad at least one 
ƉĂƌĞŶƚǁŚŽǁĂƐŵƵůƚŝƌĂĐŝĂůƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ) ?ĂŶĚ ?ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚǁĂƐƵŶƐƵƌĞŽĨƚŚĞŝƌŵŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐĂŶĐĞƐƚƌǇ
(thus unsure whether she was first- or second-generation mixed). The majority of participants (46 of 
62) had white British (38) or white other (8 non-British) partners with whom they had children. By 
comparison, 11 participants had partners with a (monoracial) minority background (5 British and 6 
non-British), and 5 had multiracial partners (2 British and 3 non-British). Most participants were 
middle class, meaning that they had either a first degree in higher education and/or professional 
forms of employment, while 10 of the 62 participants had not been university educated and had 
relatively low-skilled and/or clerical, or skilled but manual, forms of employment.   
 
Findings  
For parents with different racial backgrounds, having children could engender a more explicitly 
conscious evaluation of what their mixed ancestries meant to them. This was because while many 
participants reported growing up (lŝŬĞŵĂŶǇĂĚŽůĞƐĐĞŶƚƐ )ǁŝƚŚ ‘ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ?ĂďŽƵƚŚŽǁƚŽŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ ?
becoming parents to their own children effectively forced them to have to talk about, explain, and 
make some decisions about how they would identify and raise their own children. In other words, 
having the responsibility of becoming parents, and having to navigate myriad ethnic monitoring 
forms (and the often endless questions which can assail parents) made many of them realize that 
there had to be (some) coherence to their family narratives about their relatedness to their children 
(Song 2017). While this relatedness may seem obvious and largely taken for granted for families in 
which all members are of the same race, the burden of establishing or demonstrating relatedness 
was not always in the case of multiracial people and their children.   
For many participants, becoming parents involved a retrospective assessment of their  childhoods 
and their own racial socialization, growing up. In many cases, what this racial socialization entailed 
had been a virtual lack of discussion and communication with their  parents about the meanings of 
their racial and ethnic backgrounds or how they should identify, as multiracial individuals. The 
identity politics which pervades much of contemporary social life was soŵĞƚŚŝŶŐŽƵƌƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?
ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐǁĞƌĞƵŶĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌǁŝƚŚ ?ŝŶƚŚĞŝƌ ‘ƚŝŵĞ ? ?EŽƌǁĂƐƚŚĞǁŝĚĞ-ranging vocabulary around 
multiplicity, cultural hybridity and melange present then, as it is now.   
Not surprisingly, the multiracial participants in this study differed in terms of how their racial 
identifications were shaped by becoming parents. In many cases, their minority ancestries were 
reported to be meaningful, albeit to differing degrees and in different ways. Becoming parents made 
all participants reflect upon what their own minority ancestries and status as a multiracial person 
meant to them. For some, this could involve shifts in how they saw themselves, or in how they 
described themselves to others, engaged in specific cultural practices, or social networks ?/ŶƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?
accounts, these changes were described as typically gradual. However, some participants reported 
changes in their sense of selves which were not manifest through any concrete changes in their 
behaviors or routines; indeed, such reports were largely described as internal, based on how they 
felt about the relative salience of their racial identities, their sense of what race and minority 
ancestry meant to their spouses, their children, and their family lives more generally.  
Most of the research ŽŶŚŽǁŝŶƚĞƌƌĂĐŝĂůĐŽƵƉůĞƐŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇƚŚĞŝƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶĐŽŶĐĞŝǀĞŽĨƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ
ŝŶǀĞƌǇĐůĞĂƌ ?ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞĨƵůǁĂǇƐ ?Ğ ?Ő ?ƐĞĞYŝĂŶ ? ? ? ? ) ? ‘/ŶƚĞƌŵĂƌƌŝĞĚĐŽƵƉůĞƐĐĂŶŝŶƐƚŝůůĂĐĞƌƚĂŝŶƌĂĐŝĂů
identity into their children by choosing a place to live, a school, and a culture in which to raise their 
children. Racial identities instilled by parents provide a solid foundation that shapes the future 
ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐŽĨŵƵůƚŝƌĂĐŝĂůŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ? ? ?Ɖ ? )tŚŝůĞƐŽŵĞƉĂƌ ŶƚƐŵĂǇĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞĐůĞĂƌƉůĂŶƐƚŽ ‘ŝŶƐƚŝůůĂ
certain racial idenƚŝƚǇ ? ?ŵǇƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĨŽƵŶĚƚŚĂƚŵĂŶǇŽĨƚŚĞŵƵůƚŝƌĂĐŝĂůƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ǁŚŽĂƌĞŵƵůƚŝƌĂĐŝĂů )
were uncertain and/or ambivalent about how to identify their children, or how their minority 
ancestries could or should be passed down to their children.  In fact, my research shows that what is 
as important as the concerted decisions and actions made by these parents are the acts of omission, 
ƚŚĞ ‘ĚƌŝĨƚŝŶŐ ?ŝŶƚŽƚŚŝŶŐƐƚŚĂƚŝƐǀĞƌǇĐŽŵŵŽŶŝŶĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ?ǁŚŽĂƌĞƚǇƉŝĐĂůůǇďƵƐǇũƵŐŐůŝŶŐŚŽŵĞĂŶĚ
work lives.   
By the same token, ŝŶƚŚĞŝƌƌĞƚƌŽƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ ?ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ŽǁŶƐĞŶƐĞŽĨǁŚŽƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞ
ways they identified in a variety of contexts, were not always stable or clearly marked at specific 
points in time; instead, their identities took shape, as the layers of family experiences and 
milestones built up over time. Few people talked about consciously adopting changes in behaviour 
or identifications, though some were explicit about saying that they had made a concerted decision 
to partner with someone of a particular racial background; more commonly, participants spoke of 
transitions in their lives, such as moving to new places, which opened up possibilities of meeting and 
connecting with others with whom they shared a minority ancestry. In the remainder of the article, I 
ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐƚŚƌĞĞĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚǁĂǇƐŝŶǁŚŝĐŚŵƵůƚŝƌĂĐŝĂůƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŝƌĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐƚŽǁĂƌĚƚŚĞŝƌ
racial ancestries could be influenced by their experiences of parenting and family formation. These 
three modes of change include the revaluing of minoƌŝƚǇĂŶĐĞƐƚƌŝĞƐ ?ƚŚĞĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ‘ĚŝůƵƚŝŽŶ ?ŽĨŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ
ancestries; and a reinforcement of a mixed identity.   
 
Revaluing minority ancestries  
For some, becoming parents, and having children of their own, resulted in a revaluation of their 
minority ancestries, and a desire to revitalize connections with those minority ancestries; doing so 
also meant that they conceived of their racial identities with a greater emphasis on their non-White 
heritage.  Such participants, who were in the minority, usually had coethnic minority partners with 
whom they shared a minority ancestry, in contrast with the 46 (of 62) participants who had White 
British or White European/N. American partners. For instance, Victor (39, 2nd gen. Black/White) 
married a Black African woman. Because Victor had grown up with a White Irish mother and a (1st 
gen.) mixed Black/White father whom he reported was disconnected from his own Black Caribbean 
heritage, Victor said that it was important to him that he try to recover his Black ancestry. He had 
grown up feeling unsure about how to identify, racially, especially since he was very fair. By 
partnering with his wife, and having a child with (more recent) African ancestry, Victor was able to 
assert his own Black heritage with what he saw as more legitimacy. As part of a family in which Black 
ĂŶĐĞƐƚƌǇĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞĚƚŚĞŽǀĞƌĂƌĐŚŝŶŐ ‘ŐůƵĞ ?ĂŶĚŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ?sŝĐƚŽƌ ?ƐŽǁŶƐĞŶƐĞŽĨďĞŝŶŐůĂĐŬǁĂƐ
enhanced by his becoming a parent to a visibly Black child. Victor reported that he actually felt more 
Black as a result of having a Black African wife and a Black looking son. Participants like Victor were 
rather exceptional in that most participants said that they had not planned to partner with someone 
of any particular background (though it is of course possible that they did not feel comfortable about 
admitting this).  
Though not consciously planned, Tara (50, Black/White) spoke of how watching her daughters grow 
up engendered a change in how she valued and thought about her Black background, and what that 
meant to her: 
/ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚďĂĐŬĂŶĚ ?ǁŚĞŶ ?ŚĞƌĞůĚĞƌĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ ?ǁĂƐĨŽƵƌƚĞĞŶ ?ĨŝĨƚĞĞŶ/ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚŬŶŽǁĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ about 
ŵǇƐĞůĨ ?zŽƵŬŶŽǁ ? ?/ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚƌĞĂůůǇƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ?/ŵĞĂŶ/Đ ůůĞĚŵǇƐĞůĨŚĂůĨ-caste at that time. And, I 
ŬŶĞǁ/ǁĂƐĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ?ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?ďƵƚ/ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚƉůĂĐĞŝƚ ?/ ŚĂĚŶ ?ƚŐŝǀĞŶŝƚĞŶŽƵŐŚ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ? ?EŽ ?/
ǁĂƐŶ ?ƚŝŶǀĞƐƚĞĚŝŶŵǇƐĞůĨ ?/ǁĂƐůŝƚĞƌĂůůǇƚƌǇŝŶŐƚŽŚŽůĚŽŶƚŽŵǇĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶĂŶĚ hold on to any form of 
life really basically. 
As a single parent, Tara had struggled with work and raising her daughters, both of whom had White 
fathers. By the time her younger daughter (who looked White) reached adolescence, Tara grew 
concerned that her younger daughter felt little connection with her Black ancestry. As such, Tara 
reported that she made a concerted effort to talk with her daughter about being a mixed person, 
and about the importance of valuing her Black ancestry, even though she was several generations 
removed from her Black grandfather. In doing so, Tara grew increasingly interested in not only her 
Black ancestry, but alƐŽƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨďĞŝŶŐĂŵƵůƚŝƌĂĐŝĂůƉĞƌƐŽŶ ?/ŶƚŚŝƐƐĞŶƐĞ ?dĂƌĂ ‘ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌĞĚ ?ĂŶĚ
embraced her mixed identity rather late in life.   
ůůĂŶ ?^ŽƵƚŚƐŝĂŶ ?tŚŝƚĞ ? ? ? )ƐƉŽŬĞŽĨĂŵĂũŽƌƐŚŝĨƚŝŶŚŽǁŚĞƌĞůĂƚĞĚƚŽƚŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?Ɛ/ŶĚŝĂŶ
heritage, when he was in his early 30s. When he grew up in the Midlands region, he reported that 
his father had completely neglected his Indian heritage and that Allan had not identified as a mixed 
or part-South Asian person. During his teen and young adult years, he encountered a significant 
ĂŵŽƵŶƚŽĨƌĂĐŝĂůĂďƵƐĞ ?ĂƐĂ ‘WĂŬŝ ? ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞŽĨŚŝƐĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ ?,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ ?ŝŶŚŝƐ ? ?Ɛ ?ůůĂŶĂƐŬĞĚŚŝƐ
ĨĂƚŚĞƌƚŽƚĂŬĞŚŝŵƚŽ/ŶĚŝĂ ?ĂŶĚŚĞŵĞƚŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?ƐƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞƐĨŽƌƚŚĞĨŝƌƐƚƚŝŵĞ ?dŚŝƐǀŝƐŝƚƉƌŽǀĞĚƚŽďĞ
a major turning point for Allan, who then decided that he really wanted to learn more about his 
/ŶĚŝĂŶĂŶĐĞƐƚƌǇĂŶĚĞǆƚĞŶĚĞĚĨĂŵŝůǇ ?ƵƚƵƉŽŶŚŝƐƌĞƚƵƌŶƚŽƌŝƚĂŝŶ ?ůůĂŶƌĞĂůŝǌĞĚƚŚĂƚŚĞǁĂƐŶ ?ƚ
able to manufacture or adopt Indian practices or languages in any meaningful way, especially since 
his father died a few years later:  
ŶĚ/ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ? ‘ƚŚŝƐŝƐĂďŝƚĨƌƵƐƚƌĂƚŝŶŐ ?ĐĂŶ ?ƚƉůĂǇƚŚĞŝŶƐƚƌƵŵĞŶƚƐ ?ĐĂŶ ?ƚůĞĂƌŶƚŚĞůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ?ǁŚĂƚ
Ăŵ/ŐŽŝŶŐƚŽĚŽ ? ?^Ž/ŚĂĚƚŽůĞƚŝƚďĞƌĞĂůůǇ ?/ũƵƐƚĂĐĐĞƉƚĞĚŝƚƌĞĂůůǇ ?/ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚŝŵŵĞƌƐĞŵǇƐĞůĨŝŶŝƚ ?
so I just sĂŝĚ ‘/ ?ůůũƵƐƚĂĐĐĞƉƚŝƚ ?ƚŚĂƚ ?ƐƉĂƌƚŽĨŵĞŶŽǁ ? ?ƵƚŝƚĨŝůůĞĚ ƵƉƚŚŝƐŵĂƐƐŝǀĞŐĂƉ ?ŝŶŵĞ ?ŶĚ/ ?ǀĞ
never looked back.  
Nevertheless, soon after that pivotal trip to India, Allan became a father. He wanted his children to 
learn about, and be interested in ?ďŽƚŚŚŝƐ/ŶĚŝĂŶĂŶĐĞƐƚƌǇ ?ĂƐǁĞůůĂƐƚŚĞŝƌŵŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐWŽůŝƐŚĂŶĐĞƐƚƌǇ ?
While he had no cultural repertoire or resources with which to assert an Indian identity, Allan now 
 ‘ŽǁŶĞĚ ?ŚŝƐ/ŶĚŝĂŶŶĞƐƐŝŶĂǁĂǇǁŚŝĐŚŚĂĚŶŽƚďĞĞŶƉŽƐƐŝďůĞĨŽƌŚŝŵ ?ǁŚĞŶŚĞǁĂƐŐƌŽǁing up in 
ƌŝƚĂŝŶ ?ůůĂŶǁĂŶƚĞĚƚŽĞŶƐƵƌĞƚŚĂƚŚŝƐĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ‘ŬŶĞǁǁŚŽƚŚĞǇ ?ǁĞƌĞ ? ? ?ĞĐŽŵŝŶŐĂƉĂƌĞŶƚŵĞĂŶƚ
ƚŚĂƚŚĞĨĞůƚĐŽŵƉĞůůĞĚƚŽĞǆĐĂǀĂƚĞǁŚĂƚŚĞĐŽƵůĚĂďŽƵƚŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?Ɛ/ŶĚŝĂŶŚĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ Whe made 
significant efforts to introduce his children to their Indian relatives, and taught himself (and them) 
about various Indian religious festivals and cultural practices. And in doing so, Allan was more able to 
embrace that part of himself. He now proudly marked  ‘/ŶĚŝĂŶ ? ?ĂƐǁĞůůĂƐŶŐůŝƐŚ )ŽŶŽĨĨŝĐŝĂůĨŽƌŵƐ ?
and hoped that his children, as they grew older, would feel a meaningful affiliation with their Indian 
ancestry and relatives. Furthermore, Allan and his Polish wife made a point of teaching their children 
Polish, and fostering a sense of attachment to his ǁŝĨĞ ?ƐWŽůŝƐŚƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞƐ ?ĨŽŽĚ ?ĂŶĚĐƵƐƚŽŵƐ ? 
 
  
Further distancing from minority ancestry  
In contrast with those whose minority ancestries were revitalized in the course of becoming parents, 
a number of parents reported that while they valued their minority ancestries, they felt that their 
links with their minority ancestries were attenuated in the course of having children  W if the other 
parent of their children was White. As articulated by many participants with White partners, having 
partners who did not share a minority ancestry or culture made it difficult to pass down culturally 
distinctive practices or sensibilities  W even when their partners were, in principle, interested in doing 
so. This theme was particularly prominent among South Asian/White and East Asian/White 
participants (with White partners) who felt self-conscious about not possessing sufficient knowledge 
of a culturally distinctive language or repertoire associated with a minority heritage. Yet other 
people could expect them to be able to demonstrate culturally distinctive knowledges and practices 
 ?^ŽŶŐ ? ? ? ? ) ?dŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚĂůƐŽĨĞĞůũƵĚŐĞĚĂŶĚŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝǌĞĚďǇŽƚŚĞƌ ‘ĨƵůů ?ƐŝĂŶƉĞŽƉůĞĨŽƌŶŽƚďĞŝŶŐ
 ‘ƚƌƵůǇ ?ƐŝĂŶ ?^ƉŝĐŬĂƌĚ ? ? ? ? ?DĞŶŐĞů ? ? ? ? ) ?^ƵĐŚƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐĂŶĚĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐĐŽƵůĚŵĂŬĞƚŚĞƐĞ
participants unable to assert and/or embrace their Asian ancestries, and made it difficult for them to 
 ‘ƉĂƐƐŽŶ ?ƚŚĞŝƌŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇĂŶĐĞƐƚƌŝĞƐŝŶǁĂǇƐǁŚŝĐŚǁĞƌĞǀĂůŝĚĂƚĞĚďǇŽƚŚĞƌƐ ? 
Married to a White British woman, and the father of two children, Drew (South Asian/White, 47) 
reported that he had grown up feeling proud of being half Indian, even though his Indian father had 
not been nationalistic about it:  
WƌŽďĂďůǇƉĞƌǀĞƌƐĞůǇ ?ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?/ ?ŵ ? ? ?/ ?ŵŵŽƌĞŬŝŶĚŽĨƉƌŽƵĚŽĨƚŚĂƚ ?ŚŝƐ/ŶĚŝĂŶŚĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ ? ?ŝĨǇŽƵůŝŬĞ ?
because it is... You know, the British bit is a kind of default that I grew up with, you know, in [a 
northern English city]. So the Indian bit was always the, you know, the sort of... the interesting bit 
ƚŚĂƚ/ĐŽƵůĚƚĞůůƉĞŽƉůĞ/ ?ŵŚĂůĨ/ŶĚŝĂŶƌĂƚŚĞƌƚŚĂŶƐĂǇŝŶŐ/ ?ŵŚĂůĨƌŝƚŝƐŚ ? 
,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ ?ŚĞǁĂƐŶŽǁƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚŝĐĂůĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞůŝŬĞůŝŚŽŽĚƚŚĂƚŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?Ɛ/ŶĚŝĂŶŚĞƌŝƚĂŐĞǁŽƵůĚ
gradually diminish in importance over time, especially in relation to his children, who looked entirely 
White. Drew reported that while he had grown up without a strong emphasis upon his Indian 
ĂŶĐĞƐƚƌǇ ?ŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?ƐǀĞƌǇƉƌĞƐĞŶĐĞĂŶĚƚŚĞŝƌĐŽŶƚĂĐƚǁŝƚŚŚŝƐŵĂŶǇ/ŶĚŝĂŶƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞƐĂŶĚ friends had 
established an important link for Drew to his Indian family and his sense of (part) Indian identity. But 
ŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?ƐĚĞĂƚŚ ?ĂŶĚƌĞǁ ?ƐŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞĂŶĚƚŚĞďŝƌƚŚŽĨŚŝƐĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ŵĂƌŬĞĚƐĞǀĞƌĂůŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ
transitions for him. Watching his children grow up, with a White British spouse,  Drew realized that 
he could not assume the salience of his Indian background for his children  W although they were 
ƉůĂŶŶŝŶŐĂƚƌŝƉƚŽ/ŶĚŝĂƚŽŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐĞŚŝƐǇŽƵŶŐĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶƚŽŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?ƐƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞƐ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞǇƐƚĂǇĞĚŝŶ
touch with a number of Indian uncles and cousins. Thus Drew gradually altered his expectations of 
what his Indian heritage would mean, in practice, as he became a parent, and realized how far 
ƌĞŵŽǀĞĚŚŝƐĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐǁŽƌůĚƐĂŶĚĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇůŝǀĞƐǁĞƌĞĨƌŽŵƚŚĞŝƌƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞůǇŐĞŶĞĂůŽŐŝĐĂůůǇĚŝƐƚĂŶƚ
Indian ancestry. This realization, over time, was associated with a kind of letting go of one part of his 
past and ancestry. But for Drew, this was not an active rejection  W rather, it was more a resigned 
sense of inevitability to his Indianness ebbing away.   
When Rose (East Asian/White, 45) had her sons with her White British husband, it jolted her into 
ƌĞĂůŝǌŝŶŐƚŚĂƚŚĞƌƚŝĞƐƚŽŚĞƌŚŝŶĞƐĞĂŶĐĞƐƚƌǇǁĞƌĞƚĞŶƵŽƵƐ ?/ŶĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶǁŝƚŚƌĞǁ ?Ɛ
philosophical attitude toward ethnic dilution, Rose expressed much more sadness and a strong 
sense of loss about her Chinese ancestry. At the time of interview, Rose was still mourning her 
ĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?ƐƌĞĐĞŶƚĚĞĂƚŚ ?&ŽƌŵƵĐŚŽĨŚĞƌůŝĨĞ ?ZŽƐĞŚĂĚĨĞůƚƐĞůĨ-conscious about not possessing the 
ethnic authenticity (like speaking a Chinese dialect) to assert her Chineseness, and that she had 
often felt uneasy around Chinese people: 
EŽ ?/ƚŚŝŶŬŝƚ ?ƐŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐďĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ƚŚŝŶŬŵǇŝŶƐĞĐƵƌŝƚŝĞƐůŝĞǁŝƚŚǁŚĞŶ/ ?ŵŝŶĂŚŝŶĞƐĞ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ? ?
tĞůůŝƚ ?ƐƚŚĂƚĐůĂƐƐŝĐ ?ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?/ĐĂŶ ?ƚƐƉĞĂŬŚŝŶĞƐĞƉƌŽƉĞ ůǇ ?zŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?ĚŽŶ ?ƚ know the rules 
properly.  Just... just that general awkwardness. 
For some participants, like Rose, giving birth to White looking children (who did not look like their 
multiracial parent) reinforced her realization that she was part Chinese, and looked racially 
ambiguous to others (and had a Chinese surname), while her children looked entirely White to 
ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ĂŶĚŚĂĚƚŚĞŝƌĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?ƐŶŐůŽƐƵƌŶĂŵĞ ) ?/ŶŽƚŚĞƌǁŽ ĚƐ ?ZŽƐĞ ?ƐĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶďŽƌĞŶŽƚƌĂĐĞŽĨƚŚĞŝƌ
ŵŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐŚŝŶĞƐĞĂŶĐĞƐƚƌǇŽŶƚŚĞŝƌďŽĚŝĞƐŽƌƚŚĞŝƌŶĂŵĞƐ ?ĞĨŽƌĞƐŚĞŚĂĚŚĞƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ? she had 
taken her mixedness for granted, but with generational change, she felt that her children were 
ƵŶůŝŬĞůǇƚŽŬĞĞƉƚŚĞŝƌŚŝŶĞƐĞŚĞƌŝƚĂŐĞĂůŝǀĞ ?ƐƐƵĐŚ ?ŚĞƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐtŚŝƚĞŶĞƐƐŵĂƌŬĞĚ ?ĨŽƌZŽƐĞ ?Ă
further and seemingly irrevocable distancing from hĞƌŚŝŶĞƐĞĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?ƐĂŶĐĞƐƚƌǇ ?^ƵĐŚƐĐĞŶĂƌŝŽƐ
ĐŽƵůĚďĞƚŝŶŐĞĚǁŝƚŚĂƐĞŶƐĞŽĨůŽƐƐĂŶĚƐĂĚŶĞƐƐĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞ ‘ĚŝůƵƚŝŽŶ ?ĂŶĚůŽƐƐŽĨĂŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇŚĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ
that would not be generationally extended  W at least in a way that was visible and validated by 
others (Song & Gutierrez 2015).   
 
The reinforcement of being a mixed person  
While there was no one, uniform route in this process, for most of the parents in this study, having 
children resulted in the reinforcement of their sense of being mixed. For many of these parents, 
their sense of being mixed took on meaning and significance in terms of being a member of a mixed 
family. Such a sense of being mixed, and part of a mixed family, did not mean that everyone in the 
family had to share the exact same ethnic and racial ancestries.   
For some, like Edward (East Asian/White, 33), a new way of feeling and identifying as mixed 
occurred when he partnered and became a father. Edward was married to a Black Jamaican woman, 
and they had recently had a baby boy at the time of interview. Edward talked of how his marriage to 
a Black woman, and their life in a very ethnically diverse part of London, strongly imbued his sense 
of self, as a Londoner with cosmopolitan and multiple ties. Having a baby whose own ancestral roots 
and affiliations were so varied, and not defined by Whiteness, also excited Edward with what he saw 
as the possibilities that were open, not only for his son, but for himself and his wife:  
zĞĂŚ ?/ƚŚŝŶŬ ? ? ?/ƚŚŝŶŬŚĞ ?Ɛ ?ŝŶĨĂŶƚƐŽŶ ?ŐŽŝŶŐƚŽĨŝƚƌŝ Śƚ ŝŶƚŽǁŚĞƌĞǁĞĂre now, I think in the world I 
ƚŚŝŶŬ ? ? ?/ƚŚŝŶŬ ?/ŚŽƉĞĂŶǇǁĂǇƚŚĂƚ ?ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?ŚĞĐĂŶĂĚĂƉƚƚŽ ? ? ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞŚĞ ?ƐŐŽƚĂǀĞƌǇƐƚƌŽŶŐ
:ĂŵĂŝĐĂŶĨĂŵŝůǇĂŶĚŚĞ ?ƐŐŽƚĂǀĞƌǇƐƚƌŽŶŐ&ŝůŝƉŝŶŽĨĂŵŝůǇĂŶĚĂǀĞƌǇƐƚƌŽŶŐƌŝƚŝƐŚĨĂŵŝůǇĂƐǁĞůůĂŶĚ
we all identify with our British-ŶĞƐƐĂƐǁĞůů ?^Ž/ƚŚŝŶŬ ?/ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĂƚ ?ƐŐŽŝŶŐƚŽďĞŐƌ ĂƚĨŽƌŚŝŵƌĞĂůůǇ
anyway, to have that variety is amazing.  
Prior to his marriage with his wife, and his parenthood, Edward had seen himself as Filipino and 
British, but these key milestones now led him to identify himself as a truly mixed person; such 
 ‘ŵŝǆƚƵƌĞ ?ƚƌĂŶƐĐĞŶĚĞĚŶĞĂƚďŝŶĂƌŝĞƐĂŶĚƌĂĐŝĂůĨƌĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ?ĂŶĚĚǁĂƌĚĞŶũŽǇĞĚƚŚŝƐƐĞŶƐĞŽĨďĞŝŶŐƉĂƌƚ
of an increasingly multiracial and cosmopolitan family, within an urban context in which he felt he 
very much belonged.  
Like Edward, other participants who had non-White spouses evidenced a very different experience 
of their family lives, especially in relation to their children. Bina (South Asian/White, 47) grew up 
with a French mother and Indian father, and had her now-grown children with a mixed 
:ĂƉĂŶĞƐĞ ?ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶŵĂŶ ?ƐƐƵĐŚ ?ŝŶĂĐĞůĞďƌĂƚĞĚŚĞƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐŵŝǆĞĚďĂĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ (which were 
even more multiple than her own) which were not easily captured by existing categories. In the 
course of haviŶŐĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ŝŶĂ ?ƐŽǁŶƐĞŶƐĞŽĨŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇƵŶĚĞƌǁĞŶƚĂĐŚĂŶŐĞ P 
So no boundaries determine me, in that sense. So even though it might have been problematic 
ďĞĨŽƌĞ ?ŝŶŵǇŐƌŽǁŝŶŐƵƉĚĂǇƐ ?ŵǇƚĞĞŶĂŐĞĚĂǇƐ ?ŵǇǇŽƵƚŚ ?ůĂƚĞƌŽŶŝŶůŝĨĞ ?ŶŽǁ ?/ƐĞĞŝƚ ?ǁĞůů ?/ ?ŵ
actually quite happy not to have these boundaries determining wŚŽ/Ăŵ ?Ƶƚŝƚ ?ƐƚĂŬĞŶĂůŽŶŐƚŝŵĞ
to get to where I am (she laughs). I wish I had all of this when I was younger!   
,ĞƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ǁŚŝůĞŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚĞĚŝŶĂŶĚƉƌŽƵĚŽĨƚŚĞŝƌƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞĂŶĐĞƐƚƌŝĞƐ ?ǁĞƌĞƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚƚŽ
be culturally omnivorous and exploratory. They did not feel obliged to specifically mine their  
ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ĂŶĐĞƐƚƌŝĞƐ ?ŝŶĨĂĐƚ ?ƚŚĞǇŚĂĚŵĂĚĞĂƉŽŝŶƚŽĨůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĂǀĂƌŝĞƚǇŽĨůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐĂŶĚƚƌĂǀĞůŝŶŐƚŽ
places that had no known ancestors. Prior to having children, Bina had seen herself as both French 
ĂŶĚ/ŶĚŝĂŶ ?ďƵƚŚĂǀŝŶŐŚĞƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶǁŝƚŚŚĞƌŵŝǆĞĚŚƵƐďĂŶĚƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞĚŝŶĂ ?ƐƐĞŶƐĞŽĨďĞŝŶŐŵŝǆĞĚ
as part of a hybrid and international family, and one that was not pivotally based on any one primary 
ethnic or racial background, even though she strongly valued both her French and Indian sides. As in 
ĚǁĂƌĚƐ ?ĐĂƐĞ ?ŝƚǁĂƐŵƵůƚŝƉůŝĐŝƚǇĂŶĚŵŝǆƚƵƌĞ ?ĂŶĚĂĐƵůƚƵƌĂůŽƉĞŶŶĞƐƐ ?ƉĞƌƐĞ ?ƚŚĂƚďĞĐĂŵĞĐĞŶƚƌĂů
to her sense of self, and this was realized through her stated identifications, and her encouragement 
of her children to be as culturally inquisitive as they wished.  
Changes in how these multiracial parents racially identified could arise via a number of key 
experiences in the life course, including parenthood. But changing socioeconomic fortunes (and 
sociĞƚĂůŶŽƌŵƐ )ĐŽƵůĚĂůƐŽŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƐŽĨǁŚĂƚŝƚŵĞĂŶƚƚŽďĞ ‘ŵŝǆĞĚ ? ?
Clare (43, Black/White) grew up relatively poor at a time when she said that being Black or Black and 
White was associated with the stigma of being a poor, working class person. As such, she had been 
quite ambivalent about seeing herself in explicitly racial terms, or feeling proud of the idea of being a 
mixed person; she had not described herself as a mixed person in her adolescence or young 
adulthood. But Clare said that she now proudly asserted her identity as a mixed Jamaican and 
English person. While there was no one point in time when she could point to a shift in her racial 
identification, Clare reported that since she had had her children with her White British husband, 
and they lived in a comfortable, middle class and ethnically diverse town in Southeast England, she 
identified much more fully and positively about being a mixed person. Clare understood this shift 
within the context of wider societal and generational changes: 
^ŽŵǇŬŝĚƐĂƌĞŐƌŽǁŝŶŐƵƉŝŶĂŶĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚǁŚĞƌĞƚŚĞƌĞŝƐŶŽŶŽƌŵ ?ŶĚďĞĐĂƵƐĞŽĨĐůĂƐƐ/ŵĞĂŶ
ƚŚŝƐŝƐƋƵŝƚĞĂŵŝĚĚůĞĐůĂƐƐĂƌĞĂƚŚĞǇĂƌĞ ?ŝŶ ? ?/ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĞǇ ?ǀĞŐƌŽǁŶƵƉǁŝƚŚĂƐŽƌƚŽĨƐĞŶƐĞŽĨƐĞůĨƚŚĂƚ
/ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇŚĂǀĞďĞĐĂƵƐĞto be honest we were probably considered to be the lowest of the 
low when we were growing up. [later] ...I hope they [her children] feel positive [about being mixed] 
ĂŶĚƚŚĞƌĞĂƐŽŶ/ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĞǇĚŽŝƐďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞƐŽŵĂŶǇŽĨƚŚĞŝƌĨƌŝĞŶĚƐĂƌĞŵŝǆĞĚĂŶĚ ? these 
ŵŝǆĞĚƌĂĐĞŬŝĚƐĂƌĞŝŶƐƚƌŽŶŐ ?ĂƌĞƉĂƌƚŽĨƐƚƌŽŶŐƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ?tŚĞŶ/ǁĂƐĂŬŝĚǇŽƵ ?ĚŚĂƌĚůǇŐĞƚ
any...basically, the women were white trash if they went with black men.   
Interestingly, Clare re-ǀĂůƵĞĚŚĞƌƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƐŽĨďĞŝŶŐ ‘ŵŝǆĞĚ ? ?ĂŶĚremarked on how many 
middle class Black/White mixed people were now seen as respectable. Thus Clare was now able to 
ƌĞĨĞƌƚŽŚĞƌƐĞůĨ ?ĂŶĚŚĞƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ )ĂƐ ‘ŵŝǆĞĚ ? ?ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚĂŶǇƉĞũŽƌĂƚŝǀĞŽǀĞƌƚŽŶĞƐ ?tŝƚŚƚŚĞ
normalization of being mixed through their children, some parents like Clare were able to take pride 
in seeing themselves as mainstream, middle class mixed people  W an ethnic option that had not been 
available to them when they were growing up, especially if they had grown up in disadvantaged 
households such as hers. Thus for Clare, the meanings and social values associated with being 
 ‘ŵŝǆĞĚ ?ǁĂƐŵĞĚŝĂƚĞĚďǇŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůĐŚĂŶŐĞĂŶĚƵƉǁĂƌĚŵŽďŝůŝƚǇŝŶĂŐĞŶƚƌŝĨŝĞĚ ?ĚŝǀĞƌƐĞƉĂƌƚŽĨ
Britain.  
Discussion and conclusion  
The findings of this study point to the wider set of changes which British society is undergoing. Not 
only is it not uncommon to be in an interracial union, or have mixed children, in many urban and 
suburban settings, but the idea of being mixed, and part of a mixed family, is increasingly regarded 
as normal (Song 2017). This is particularly striking in comparison with the USA, where the 
Black/White divide continues to be seen as a bright and persistent racial boundary. Within the 
British context, many multiracial people in this study reported changes in how they racially 
identified, over the life course, and especially when they partnered and became parents. These 
ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐĂůƐŽƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚƵƉŽŶŚŽǁĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚƚŚĞŝƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƐĂŶĚĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŽĨƌĂĐĞ
and multiracial status are, or will be, from their own.   
Given the difficulties in obtaining participants in qualitative research of this kind, there are a number 
of limitations with this study. For one, these findings are not generalizable to the multiracial 
population in Britain, as most of the participants were from the Greater London and Southeast 
regions of England. The participants who were recruited could have been predisposed to be 
interested in and informed about issues concerning ethnic and racial diversity and mixed 
identifications. Related to this point, the sample was skewed and toward an educated, middle class 
sample  W though this is often typical of such studies, both in Britain and North America.  
Like other scholars, I have argued that our understanding of racial identity needs to recognize the 
contextual and fluid nature of identities. It is unsafe to assume that cross-sectional survey data on 
how parents identify their children can reliably capture something as contextually variable and 
nuanced as racial identities and identifications, especially among multiracial people, who are more 
likely to be variable in their identifications than monoracial people.  
This article has explored how becoming a parent can result in new experiences and perspectives that 
can engender shifts in how multiracial people identify, racially. The fact that there are no clear 
conventions for how first or second-generation mixed people should identify themselves (or their 
children) makes it even more likely that there is some instability in how they experience, and report, 
their racial identities. For many, having children precipitated questions and probing about their own 
identities and ethnic and racial affiliations, and how these could or could not extend to their 
children. All the parents engaged in retrospective comparisons of their own upbringings, and the 
relative dearth of racial options that had been available to them (and the vocabulary and social 
awareness to even articulate those options).   
By drawing upon a small number of cases to illuƐƚƌĂƚĞƚŚĞǀĂƌŝŽƵƐǁĂǇƐŝŶǁŚŝĐŚŵƵůƚŝƌĂĐŝĂůƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ
racial identifications (and their attitudes toward their multiracial backgrounds) can shift, over time, 
as they experience parenthood, I found three main ways in which their racial identities were subject 
to change: a revitalization of minority ancestry, a further distancing from minority ancestry, and 
ŵŽƐƚĐŽŵŵŽŶůǇ ?ĂƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞŵĞŶƚŽĨĂŵŝǆĞĚŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ?ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚŚĞƌĞǁĂƐŶŽŽŶĞŵĞĂŶŝŶŐŽĨ ‘ŵŝǆĞĚ ? ) ?
While a minority of participants reported that their affiliations with their minority ancestries were 
revitalized when they became parents, this almost always involved a partner who shared a (non-
White) racial overlap, for instance a shared Black or Asian ancestry with the other parent. Yet other 
participants reported a dilution of their minority affiliations and identities, following their unions 
with (usually) White spouses and the birth of their (usually) White looking children. In this respect, 
the ethnic and racial backgrounds of spouses was a critical element in shaping the possibilities for 
enhanced ties with a minority heritage, as well as physical appearance of their children. However, 
the presence of White spouses did not automatically point to ethnic and racial dilution for the 
multiracial parents in this study.  
For most participants, having children reinforced their sense of being mixed. Many of these 
participants described an enhanced sense of being mixed, which was based upon their membership 
in a mixed family, where the parents and children did not ŚĂǀĞƚŽ ‘ŚĂǀĞ ?ƚŚĞĞǆĂĐƚƐĂŵĞƌĂĐŝĂů
ancestries. Most of these participants had White spouses, and this did not prevent them from 
asserting a sense of membership within a wider mixed family; indeed, some of these White spouses 
were committed to fostering ƚŝĞƐǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŝƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇĂŶĐĞƐƚƌŝĞƐ ? 
In fact, in the wider study, 40 of the 62 participants reported that they identified their children as 
 ‘ŵŝǆĞĚ ? W and this included many parents whose spouses were White, and whose children looked 
White (Song 2017). Participants whose spouses were also multiracial (such as Edward and Bina, 
ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚĂďŽǀĞ )ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚĂŶŽƉĞŶŝŶŐƵƉŽĨǁŚĂƚƚŚĞǇƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚĂƐ ‘ŵŝǆĞĚ ? ?ŐŝǀĞŶƚŚĞŵƵůƚŝƉůĞ
and hybrid backgrounds and cultural affiliations that infused their lives. By identifying their own 
children as mixed, many multiracial parents stressed their genealogical link to their children, even 
when their children were 2nd generation (or in a few cases, even 3rd generation) mixed. For many 
participants, becoming parents involved the development of a wider and inclusive familial identity 
that emphasized the idea of the entire family, including children, as mixed, and in which these 
ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞĚ ‘ŵŝǆƚƵƌĞ ?ŝŶŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇĐŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚĂŶŶĞŝŐŚďŽƌŚŽŽĚƐĂŶĚƌĞŐŝŽŶƐ ? 
This finding points to the importance of future research which is attentive to the generational locus 
of mixing when studying multiracial people and families (Song 2017), as there is a very real 
difference between the experiences of first generation mixed people (the offspring of an interracial 
couple) from those of second generation mixed people, who are a further generation removed from 
ƚŚĞ ‘ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂů ?ůŽĐƵƐŽĨŵŝǆŝŶŐŝŶŽŶĞ ?ƐŐĞŶĞĂůŽŐǇ ?&ƵƌƚŚĞƌŵŽƌĞ ?ŵǇĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐƉŽŝŶƚƚŽƚŚĞŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ
of distinguishing between multiracial people with White partners and non-White partners, for this 
distinction is likely to have very significant (albeit not always predictable) consequences for not only 
their children, but also for the varying ways in which  ‘ŵŝǆĞĚ ?ƐƚĂƚƵƐĐĂŶďĞ experienced and 
understood. While traditional understandings of multiracial status have relied upon fractional 
ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƐŽĨďĞŝŶŐ ‘ŚĂůĨ ?ŽƌĂ ‘ƋƵĂƌƚĞƌ ?ŵŝǆĞĚ ?ĞĐŚŽŝŶŐƚŚĞŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůƌƵůĞƐŽĨŚǇƉŽĚĞƐĐĞŶƚŝŶƚŚĞ
USA, there is emerging evidence that contemporary understandings of mixture in the British context 
are not tied to such neat, fractional understandings. Nor will mixed unions always involve a White 
partner.  
Future research on multiracial people and families need to consider the ways in which parents  can 
learn, and be influenced, by their children. Researchers have observed that parents with a greater 
attachment to their ethnic group are more likely to emphasize aspects of cultural socialization 
(Hughes et al. 2006: 760). When children of multiracial parents form ethnic or racial attachments to 
their minority ancestries (or other ethnic affiliations), they can lead parents to revalue their own 
minority ancestries, or gain an interest in affiliations to which they may have no ancestral ties  W this 
is a kind of generational, parent-child parallel to what Jimenez (2010) has described as affiliative 
ethnicity (which has been theorized primarily across rather than up or down the generations). Thus 
there can be upward generational flow/movement whereby ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐŽǁŶŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚƐĂŶĚĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ
create bridges to ethnic affiliations, networks, and practices that did not exist (or were very weak) 
ƉƌŝŽƌƚŽƚŚĞŝƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ ?&ŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ?ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐŽĨĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶǁŚŽĂƚƚĞŶĚůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ
immersion schools can end up learning from their children, especially if the parents are neither 
ethnically nor culturally conversant in that particular language or culture.  
We need to conceptualize racial identities and identifications as linked with key life course events 
suĐŚĂƐĨŝŶĚŝŶŐĂůŝĨĞƉĂƌƚŶĞƌ ?ŽƌďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐĂƉĂƌĞŶƚ ?ĂŶĚŚŽǁƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐƐĞŶƐĞŽĨƐĞůǀĞƐĐĂŶďĞ
influenced by the responsibilities and normative pressures of parenting, especially for mothers, who 
are often expected to act as cultural gatekeepers and transmitters.  Furthermore, in addition to 
recognizing the changeable nature of racial identifications, we must remember not to assume the a 
priori salience of racial identities and identifications, vis-à-ǀŝƐŽƚŚĞƌĂƐƉĞĐƚƐŽĨƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐƐƚĂƚƵƐ ?
whereby gender, religion, class, sexual and regional identities all combine so that research 
increasingly needs to focus on the contextually specific ways in which race and racial identities may 
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1Although I use these terms to distinguish those who are seen (or see themselves) as (racially) mixed from those who 
are (do) not, I recognize that population mixing has characterised the history of our species and is evident in our 
genetic make-up (Spencer 2004). 
2 See for instance: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/experiencing-racism-as-a-white-mom-who-adopted-
black_us_5782449ce4b0f06648f517de 
 
